Although the tobacco lobby argues that ETS is at most an annoyance acceptable to most reasonable Americans, there is growing evidence that exposure to ETS represents a genuine health hazard. Children exposed to the smoke of family members suffer an increased number of respiratory tract infections, an increased incidence of asthma, and for those with asthma, a worsening of their condition.4 Adults exposed to the smoke of spouses experience not only cough and eye irritation, but more importantly are at an increased risk for lung cancer. 3 The effects of ETS on adult asthmatics are not as well documented as those in children. Experimental exposure to ETS may induce an acute irritant response in some,5 whereas in others, there is a gradual deterioration in flow rates with one or more hours of exposure,5,6 suggestive of an inflammatory effect on the airways. In this issue of Chest (see page 746), Jindal and colleagues demonstrate for the first time, a clinically significant effect of ETS in adult asthmatics. They show convincingly that exposure to the cigarette smoke of family members results in an increased number of acute episodes, increased steroid use, and increased emergency room visits. Thus, for those with asthma, exposure to ETS is more than an annoyance: it is clearly dangerous.
The evolving governmental viewpoint is that any risk from ETS is unacceptable. However, only a minority of Americans presently share this view. Ultimately, the national consensus regarding the acceptability of ETS will determine the strength of ultimate governmental action. For this reason, studies such as those reported by Jindal et al are important. As Americans become convinced of the dangers of ETS, they will become less accepting of the lethal habits of their fellow citizens. Only then will they accept, and ultimately demand, the strongest of governmental action.
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